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Sucking, Blood, and Fire: Timucuan Healing
Practices in Spanish Florida
by Tamara Shircliff Spike
s a colonial holding, Spanish Florida was a provincial
backwater. It was located on the periphery of empire and
parsely settled. Spain spent comparatively little time and
effort developing the infrastructure of the colony. 1 However, it is
for these very reasons that Florida reflects to a magnified degree
a proUlem in mission fields throughout the Americas during the
colonial period: how to combat disease in the mission populations
while still working to extirpate Native practices seen as anti-doctrinal. Descriptions of healing rituals by Franciscan friars and other
Europeans offer tremendous insight into how the Timucu.a ns of
Spanish Florida viewed their relationship with the sacred. Healing
rituals often employ the most potent objects and symbols known
to a culture to combat disease, purify the sick, and connect with
the sacred. Healing rituals also offer insight into how individuals
were able to negotiate both the pollution of disease and the purifying force of the cures, and these individuals had greater power
Tamara Schircliff Spike is an Associate Professor in History at the University of
North Georgia. The author thanks the University of North Georgia Department
of History, Anthropology, & Philosophy's Works in Progress writing group for their
valuable critiques of an earlier draft of this article. Additionally, she thanks the
University of North Georgia's Faculty Scholar Grant which funded a research trip
in preparation for the article. Finally, the author thanks the anonymous reviewers
of the article .
1
For more information on the economic development and funding of the
colony of La Florida, see Amy Turner Bushnell, Situado and Sabana: Spain's
Support System for the Presidio and Mission Provinces of Florida (Athens: University
of Georgia Press, 1994).
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to interact with the sacred than the rest of society. Among the
Timucuas, these groups included shamans (who were called sorcerers or priests in some of the documents) ,2 herbalists, midwives,
and a third gender group .3
When the Spanish and French first arrived in Florida, the
Timucuas were a powerful cultural group that dominated the
region of modern-day southeastern Georgia and north and central Florida. The precolonial Timucuas were likely made up of
fourteen different tribes, and spoke at least ten different dialects.
Although the most basic unit of governmental organization among
the Timucuas was the individual village, alliances were formed,
resulting in small-scale chiefdoms of related and allied villages.
These alliances were formed due to the need for protection against

2

3

Francisco Pareja, Confessionario en Lengua Castellana, y Timuquana con algunos
consejos para animar al penitente. Y asi mismo van declarados algunos effectos y
prerrogariuas deste sancto sacramento de la Confession. Todo muy util y provechoso, asi
para que los padres confessores sepan instruyr al penitente como para que ellos aprendan
a saberse confessar. Ordenado por el Padre Fr. Francisco Pareja, Padre de la Custodia
de santa Elena de la Florida. Relioioso de la Orden de nuestro Seraphico Padre San
Francisco. Impresso con licencia en Mexico, en la Emprenta de la Vidua de Diego Lopez
Daualos. Ano de 1613, Manuscript 2401B, Smithsonian Institution National
Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institute, Washington, DC; Rene
Laudonniere, L'Historie notable de la Floridae Situee es Indes Occidentale contenant
les trois voyages faits en icelle par certains Capitaines & Pilotes Franr;ios, descrits par
le Capitaine Laudonniere, qui ya commande l'espace d'vn quatrieme: a laquelle a este
adiouste vn quatriesme voyage fait pae le Captaine Gourges (Paris: Guillaume Auray,
M.D., 1586) . In the 1613 confessional, Pareja consistently refers to a group of
people as hechizeros, persons capable of making magic and casting spells and
hexes. Questions throughout the confessional indicate that these persons were
seen as a distinct, high status group not only by the friar, but also by Timucuan
society. Laudonniere refers to a group with similar characteristics as priests .
Based on their role as healers, magicians, and intercessors to the sacred, I
argue that both groups were shamans.
Laudonniere, L'Historie notable, 8-9; Stefan Lorant, The New World: The First
Pictures of America, Made by John VVhite and Jacques LeMoyne and Engraved by
Theodore de Bry, with Contemporary Narratives of the Huguenot Settlement in Florida,
1562-1565, and the Virginia Colony, 1585-1590 (New York: Duell, Sloan & Pearce,
1946), 69. Third gender individuals are persons who, although possessing the
biological body of a man or a woman, are considered by themselves and the
community to be neither male nor female . Instead, they are viewed as a distinct
category from men and women. Such individuals are often termed berdache
or Two Spirit. For more information on the existence of a third gender among
Native Americans, see Sabine Lang, Men as Women, Women as Men: Changing
Gender in Native American Cultures (Austin : University of Texas Press, 1998); Will
Roscoe, Changing Ones: Third and Fourth Genders in Native North America (New
York: St. Martin's Press, 1998); and Walter Williams, The Spirit and the Flesh:
Sexual Diversity in American Indian Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986) .
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mutual enemies. Alliances were cemented through intermarriage
and paying tribute to the chief of the higher status village. 4
Much of what we know about Timucuan healing practices
comes from a handful of documents in French and Spanish. For
the most part, all are geographically tied to the area of modernday Jacksonville, Florida, a small portion of the area held by the
Timucuas. The first of the documents include accounts from the
French expedition of 1564, most importantly, the accounts of Rene
Laudonniere and Jacques LeMoyne, Laudonniere's cartographer.
After LeMoyne's return to Europe, he made a series of paintings
depicting the French expedition, including many of the practices
of the local Timucuan Indians. These paintings were sold to Dutch
engraver Theodore de Bry, who made a series of engravings from
them. Much controversy surrounds the authenticity of these illustrations. While the original paintings, with the exception of one,
were lost, de Bry's engravings were published and widely distributed. Although LeMoyne's other works are known for their scrupulous _attention to detail, the Florida engravings are littered with
errors and inconsistencies, such as shells from the Pacific decorating the graves of chiefs and warriors carrying war clubs from Brazil. While some scholars attribute these oversights to de Bry taking
artistic liberties with the originals,_others hold serious doubts about
whether an original series of paintings even existed. For these reasons, I do not use LeMoyne's images as part of my source base. I do,
however, draw evidence from the accompanying narrative. 5
One of the most important sources addressing healing practices among the Timucuas is Franciscan friar Francisco Pareja's 1613
confessional. Upon his 1595 arrival in Florida, Pareja was assigned
to Sanjuan del Puerto, located on Fort George Island, near modern
4

5

Francisco Alonso de Jesus, "1630 Memorial of Fray Francisco Alonso de Jesus
on Spanish Florida's Missions and Natives," trans. John H. Hann, The Americas
5, no. 1 (June 1993): 95-97;John Worth, "Spanish Missions and the Persistence
of Chiefly Power," in The Transformation of Southeastern Indians, 1540-1760,
ed. Robbie Etheridge and Charles Hudson (Jackson: University Press of
Mississippi, 2002), 40-42; John H. Hann, A History of the Timucua Indians
and Missions (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1996), 78-80; Jerald T
Milanich, The Timucua (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishers, 1996), 45-46.
For more information about and evaluation of both the images and the
text as historical sources, see Jerald T. Milanch, "The Devil in the Details,"
Archaeology (May/June 2005): 26-31; Anna Sezonenko, "New World Images in
an Old World Mind: Jacques Le Moyne de Morgues's Memories of Florida," in
Florida Studies: Proceedings of the 2005 Annual Meeting of the Florida College English
Association, ed. Steve Glassman (Newcastle, UK: Cambridge Scholars Press,
2006), 67-74.
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Jacksonville, Florida. The mission was probably established during
the 1587 efforts, making it one of the earliest missions in Florida. 6
During his years of service in Florida, Pareja held important posts
in the Franciscan order. 7 On several occasions, he seems to have
served as the spokesperson for the friars of the province. 8 During
his time in Florida, he also produced a grammar of the Timucuan
language and several catechisms in Timucua. Of these, only the
confessional offers information about healing practices.
It is likely that both groups of documents refer to Mocama peoples, who spoke a dialect of Timucua. By the seventeenth century,
the Spanish identified the coastal mainland and barrier islands
from the Altamaha River in Georgia to the St. Johns in Florida
as Mocama. 9 The Mocama polity included both the Saturiwa, the
chiefdom chronicled by Laudonniere and the French documents,
and Sanjuan del Puerto, the mission served by Pareja.
Although Pareja's confessional and other writings likely drew
largely from his direct experiences with his parishioners, he traveled widely throughout the Mocama and Timucua provinces, and
as a representative of the Florida mission provinces, he would have
communicated with friars throughout the area. His confessional,
catechisms, and grammar were produced with the intention to
educate mendicants who would come to serve in Florida. Documents like the confessional served as a new friar's introduction to
the people and culture of his new post, and would be used for study
6

7

8

9

Maynard J. Geiger, The Franciscan Conquest of Florida, 1573-1618, Studies in
Hispanic American History, vol. 1 (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of
America, 1937), 55. Although dated, Geiger's chronology of the establishment
of the Florida missions is one of the most complete and thorough accounts
available. Anthropologist Jerald Milanich , however, disagrees with the 1587
foundation of San Juan del Puerto, and states that Pareja probably founded
the mission himself in 1595. See Milanich, The Timucua, 172.
Francisco Pareja, Petition to the Spanish Crown, St. Augustine, September 1,
1621. John Bannerman Stetson Collection (hereafter referred to as SC) , PK
Yonge Library of Florida History, University of Florida.
Pareja, Petition to the Crown, SC; Francisco Pareja and Alonso Peiiaranda
to the Crown, St. Augustine, November 6, 1620, SC; Francisco Pareja and
Alonso Peiiaranda to the Crown, St. Augustine, November 20, 1620, SC;Jerald
T. Milanich and William C. Sturtevant, Francisco Pareja 's 1613 Confessional: A
Documentary Source for Timucuan Ethnography (Tallahassee: Florida Division of
Archives, History, and Records Management, 1972), 13-14.
Keith H . Ashley, "Straddling the Florida-Georgia State Line: Ceramic
Chronology of the St. Mary's Region (AD 1400-1700)" in From Santa Elena to St.
Augustine: Indigenous Ceramic Variability (AD 1400-1700) American Museum of
Natural History Anthropological Papers, 90, ed. Kathleen Deagan and David
Hurst Thomas (Washington, DC: North American Archaeology Fund, 2009),
127.
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as well as for practice. As one of the longest-serving and highestranking friars in the Timucuan provinces, Pareja had contact and
experience with many of the diverse peoples, cultures, and dialects
that made up Timucuan society. He would have written the confessional to address cultural traits that were found amongst all groups,
as the confessional was intended to enumerate and describe supposedly sinful Native practices m order to eradicate them among
their indigenous cliarges. Thus, although all of the healing practices in this article were certainly practiced by the Mocamas, it is
extremely likely that there were largely present among the Timucuas in general.
Finally, the European accounts of Timucuan healing practices
span roughly a fifty-year time frame, 1564-1613. Florida Indians
experienced profound change over this period, including prolonged contact with Europeans, disease, missionization, shifting
trade patterns, dietary changes, and slave raids, to name just a few.
Native peoples' conceptions of identity, gender, culture, religion,
and cosmology were challenged, if not outright attacked, during
this time. Unfortunately, the limited source base does not allow
for a deep understanding of change over time in Timucuan healing practices and its relation to Timucuan cosmology. Instead, this
fifty-year period provides more ot a snapshot of healing practices
and their relation to cosmology approximately one generation
after missionization.
The Timucua, like nearly all Natives of the Americas, suffered
an enormous demographic collapse, in great part from the introduction of Old World diseases. 10 This collapse started even before
the physical introduction of the missions to Florida; at least six
epidemics swept through Florida in the years 1519-1559. Regional Natives likely suffered from smallpox, mumps, influenza, and
other diseases. 11 The introduction of missions in Florida ensured
the continuation, and even the intensification, of depopulation
because of greater contact with El.~ropeans and the concentration
10

11

Other factors for demographic collapse after contact include slaving and
increased violence. For the Florida missions, changes in diet, lifestyle, and
conscripted labor would have also contributed to demographic changes. See
John Worth, Timucuan Chiefdoms of Spanish Florida, Volume 2: Resistance and
Destruction (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998); Robbie Etheridge,
From Chicaza to Chickasaw: The European Invasion and the Transformation of the
Mississippian World, 1540-1715 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2010), 79, 116-117.
Christopher M. Stojanowski, Biocultural Histories in La Florida: A Bioarchaeologi,cal
Perspective (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2005), 17.
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of people in the doctrinas, or mission settlements, resulting in much
larger communities than the typical Timucuan model. 12 Several
epidemics ran through the province shortly after the establishment
of missions, including one documented in 1595, the year that Franciscans began missionization efforts in the province in earnest. 13
A series of epidemics during the years 1613-1617 killed half the
Timucuas living on missions. In 1617, the friars of the Florida province wrote to King Phillip II, "from four years ago down to the present half of the Indians have died because of the great plagues and
contagious diseases that they have suffered ... eight thousand Christians remain alive." 14 An unidentified "plague" struck St. Augustine
in 1649, while the Spanish specifically listed smallpox as afflicting
their colony in 1655.15 During his 1657 visitation in Florida, Governor Diego de Rebolledo y Suarez de Aponte noted that in Guale
and Timucua provinces, many Indians had died because of "the
sickness of the plague and smallpox which they have suffered in
the past years." 16 By1700, there were only a few hundred Timucuas
living in the Florida missions.17
The mission environment certainly acted as a force in spreading disease, both within the doctrinas and in erasing the buffer zones
between mission provinces. Paul Kelton concludes that, "Mention
of plagues most likely refers to high fever-causing diseases such
as measles or yellow fever. Typhus ... also could have become problematic. The disease especially would have thrived with the cultural
changes that Catholicism induced. Prohibitions against nudity, less
frequent bathing, and confinement in and near missions made
Native peoples more vulnerable to the louse-borne disease ... Florida's indigenous population undoubtedly suffered from multiple
new diseases that arrived as Spanish colonialism expanded during
the seventeenth century." 18 Moreover, the mission system resulted
12

13

14
15
16
17
18

Hann, History of the Timucua, 174-175; and Clark Spencer Larsen, "On the
Frontier of Contact: Mission Bioarchaeology in La Florida," in The Spanish
Missions of La Florida, ed. Bonnie G . McEwan (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 1993).
Jerald T. Milanich, "The Timucuan Indians of Northern Florida and Southern
Georgia," in Indians of the Greater Southeast: Historical Archaeology and Ethnohistory,
ed. Bonnie G. McEwan (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2000), 11.
Francisco Pareja et al. to the King, January 17, 1617, Woodbury Lowery
Collection, Library of Congress (hereafter referred to as WLC).
Paul Kelton, Epidemics and Enslavement: Biological Catastrophe in the Native
Southeast, 1492-1715 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2007), 83.
Governor Rebolledo to the Caciques of Guale, April 20, 1656, WLC.
Milanich, "Timucuan Indians of Northern Florida," 11.
Kelton, Epidemics and Enslavement, 85 .
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in general declining health for Florida's indigenous peoples, in
part because of dietary changes, lack of food, prohibitions against
nudity and ritual cleansing, increased population density, and the
forced labor system. 19
Although modern scholars hypothesize about the exact diseases present in pre and post contact Florida, neither archival nor
archaeological sources explicitly identify which diseases were present and problematic in the mission province. The friars' letters
are vague, almost always referring only to "plagues" (pestes) and
unspecified disease. 20 Archaeological evidence also cannot provide
exact information on disease among the Timucuas, although some
information has been preserved in the skeletal record, including a
"striking increase" in the number of nonspecific infections (periosteal reactions) from the pre-contact period in the Southeast to
the missionization period in Florida. 21 The Timucuas probably
suffered from all the diseases common among the Native American populations after contact, including those introduced by the
Europeans, such as influenza, smallpox, chicken pox, and measles,
as well as those which were native to the Americas, such as tuberculosis, and treponema, a bacteria linked to syphilis. 22 Similar conclusions were reached from skeletal analysis of other southeastern
indigenous groups. 23
Through a study of healing rituals, we can better understand
Timucuas' conception of the sacred. For the Timucuas, culture was
structured by their conceptions of purity, impurity and pollution,
a threefold system that regulated Timucuan interaction with the
sacred, structured their societal relations, and shaped their worldview. 24 Rituals associated with these three states of being, including healing practices, "create unity in experience ... By their means,
symbolic patterns are worked out and publicly displayed. Within
these patterns disparate elements are related and disparate experi19
20
21
22
23

24

Ibid., 85-86, 99; Larsen, "On the Frontier of Contact," 338-342, 345-347.
Francisco Pareja et al. to the King, January 17, 1617, WLC; Milanich, The
Timucua, 201.
Larsen, "On the Frontier of Contact," 340.
Ibid.
Marvin T. Smith, "Aboriginal Depopulation in the Postcontact Southeast," in
The Forgotten Centuries: Indians and Europeans in the American South, 1521-1704,
ed. Charles Hudson and Carmen Chaves Tesser (Athens: University of Georgia
Press, 1994), 261.
Worldview, in this case, refers to the Timucuan perceptions and understanding
of self, group, outsiders, and the world around them, and the relationships
between these elements.
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ence is given meaning." 25 These three states of being, purity, impurity, and pollution, defined Timucuan cosmology.
For the Timucuas, purity was linked with the sacred. Symbols/
objects of purity in Timucuan culture included fire, blood, corn,
tobacco, and black drink. Timucuas used these things to achieve a
personal state of purity, to purify the environment, and to attract the
attention of and interact with the sacred, including the ancestors
and the gods. Although it seems that all Timucuas could achieve
a temporary personal state of purity, it was not the normative state
of being. Indeed, it was often dangerous for untrained individuals
to interact with these symbols of purity. The second state present
in the Timucuan cosmology was one of pollution, which represented a state that endangered the average person because it was also
linked to the sacred. Just as symbols of the sacred had the power
to purify individuals, symbols of pollution had the power to alter
a person's state of being in bringing them closer to the Under
World, the region of the cosmos associated with pollution. Symbols
of pollution in Timucuan culture include menstrual and childbirth blood, dead bodies, and disease. Each of these states of being
and collections of symbols were two different faces of the sacred.
Thus, the concepts of purity and pollution are dyads interrelated
to the sacred: sacred/pure, sacred/polluted. Although individuals
could and did achieve a state of ritual purity and could become polluted, it endangered normal individuals. Thus, the third state for
Timucuan cosmology was the impure. Impurity was associated with
everyday existence: the normative state. 26
For the Timucuas, the use of fire, black drink, tobacco, and
corn offered the power to combat disease through the application
of the sacred in its power to purify, the sacred/pure dyad. Conversely, disease and blood also provided a connection to the sacred
as a pollutant. Both the state of illness and the shedding of blood
represented a point in which a member of society entered a state
which brought them closer to the sacred, whether in the process
of death and dying (and thus becoming an ancestor) or through
shedding the blood of the lineage, which linked the earthly family
25

26

Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts ofPollution and Taboo
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966), 2-3.
Tamara Shircliff Spike, "To Make Graver this Sin: Conceptions of Purity and
Pollution among the Timucua of Spanish Florida" (PhD diss., Florida State
University, 2006), 8-11; Mary Churchill, "The Oppositional Paradigm of Purity
Versus Pollution in Charles Hudson's The Southeastern Indians," The American
Indian Quarterly 20, no.3-4 (1996), 567-568.
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to the sacred family. In each case, this connection to the sacred
(polluted and pure) venerates fertility, the basis of Timucuan and
Southeastern cosmology.
Much of our understanding of both Timucuan healing practices and Franciscan attitudes towards them comes from the Pareja
confessional. Pareja includes many questions about healing rites,
and appears to have had at leasf some knowledge of how rites were
conducted among his parishioners, as the confessional includes
multiple sections of questions about healing. Moreover, Pareja recognizes and distinguishes several different types of healers, whom
he addresses as medicos, herbolarios, hechizeros, and parteras (doctors,
herbalists, sorcerers, and midwives). 27 There is no known source
that provides specific information or ideas about what distinguishes practitioners in each of these categories. However, some general conclusions can be drawn from the kinds of tasks each group
performs.
For Pareja, "doctor" appears to be a catchall category, as he
uses the term in only one folio of the confessional, directed to
"doctors, herbalists, and sorcerers." The questions of this section are somewhat general in nature, referring to extortion of the
patient by the healer for more goods, curing with "prayers to the
Devil," and producing a new fire as a cure for illness. 28 Each of the
categories contain overlapping powers. For instance, all categories
of healers are asked about healing with herbs and prayer, and lighting separate fires apart from the main household fire as a curing
rite. Both sorcerers and herbalists are asked questions about their
power of bewitchment. Herbalists and midwives are asked about
their involvement in childbearing. Interestingly, the only questions about abortion and miscarriage are directed specifically · to
women, and not to herbalists and midwives. 29 Historically speaking, of course, most midwives were women across most cultures,
and thus, the midwives would have been included in these questions, although not singled out as a category for questioning in
this case. 30 Anthropologists Jerald Milanich and William Sturtevant also note that Pareja's line between sorcerer and herbalist was
blurred. 31 All categories of healer, it appears, were able to interact
with the sacred/pure and sacred/polluted.
27
28
29
30
31

Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 132, 148, 149, 150, 151,152, 153, 210, 211.
Ibid., fol. 148-149.
Ibid., fol. 132, 148, 149, 150, 151,152, 153, 210, 211.
Ibid., fol. 146, 147, 148, 210 .
Milanich and Sturtevant, Francisco Parf!Ja's 1613 Confessional, 42 .
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However, hechizeros were much more strongly associated with
"magical" rites of all kinds, and probably functioned as shamans for
the Timucuas. In addition to the shared powers oflighting separate
fires, healing prayers, and bewitchment, shamans were associated
with prayers and rites of first fruits rituals of agriculture, gathering,
and hunting; could predict war, find lost items, and call down and
stop the rains; make and distribute spells to cause harm to others
and offer antidotes for these same spells; officiate marriages and
seduce women by calling them forth from their houses; perform
bloodletting; cause injuries; and cure with magical rites. 32
Laudonniere notes a group of individuals that he refers to as
"priests" who are "great magicians and great soothsayers and invokers of the Devil." 33 The priests have abilities that overlap those of
Pareja's hechizeros, such as finding lost objects. Laudonniere says
that the priests were diviners, conducted sacrificial rites, were advisers to the cacique, and served as doctors and surgeons, curing with
science and knowledge of herbs. Upon death, a priest was treated
very differently than others, as his body was placed inside his house
and burned. 34 Shamans were also one of the small groups that were
entitled to tribute labor performed in a sabana (agricultural field)
assigned to him by the village cacique. 35 All of these characteristics
suggest that shamans were more powerful, higher status individuals than herbalists and midwives.
LeMoyne describes third gender persons, whom he calls hermaphrodites, as a fourth category of person involved in Timucuan
healing practices. Both LeMoyne and Laudonniere note the great
number of third gender individuals in the region, and describe
them as performing the heaviest types of labor because of their
great strength. 36 Third gender peoples appear to have been caretakers of the sick and the dead. They transported those sick with
contagious diseases to areas set aside for them (it is unknown
whether this served as quarantine or for religious purposes) and
fed and cared for them during their illness. Although third gender
peoples were associated with healing, there is no evidence that they
performed any of the rituals and medicinal treatments involved
in the healing process. Instead, it appears that they functioned in
32
33
34
35
36

Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 132, 133, 148, 149, 150, 151 , 152.
Laudonniere, L'Historie notable de la Floridae, 5 .
Ibid., 5-7, 24.
John Worth, Timucuan Chiefdoms of Spanish Florida, Volume 1: Assimilation
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1998), 167-168.
Laudonniere, L'Historie notable de la Floridae, 8-9; Lorant, New World, 69 .
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more of a nurse-like role, cooking, bathing, and performing basic
tasks for the infirm. This brought them into close contact with a
sacred purifier, the lighting of a separate fire. Separate fires were lit
in areas housing the ill as well as for menstruating and postpartum
women. These fires functioned as powerful symbols, as it was considered dangerous for unprepared or outside persons to approach
the fire. 37 As the caretakers of the quarantined populations, third
genders, like shamans, herbalists, and midwives, must have been
among the select group that were able to successfully negotiate this
spiritually dangerous atmosphere which combined the pollution
of illness, the danger of the extreme fertility and heightened femininity of menstruating, laboring, and postpartum women, and the
purifying agent of the fires , a hyper-charged environment of the
sacred, both pure and polluted. Third gender people also served
to prepare the body and transport the dead to the burial place. 38
For most Timucuas, this would be a charnel house. It is likely that
the third gender also performed duties associated with the charnel house, possibly including de-fleshing and purifying the bones
of the dead. 39 Here again, the third genders are able to negotiate
both the pure and polluted; they also mitigate the danger of the
pollution of death in completing or assisting in transforming the
bones into a state where everyday men and women can interact
safely with the dead.
The great majority of Timucuan healing practices appear to
have been based on herbal medicine . The healing of disease by
means of herbal cures was accepted by the Florida Franciscans as
one of the most "legitimate" indigenous means of curing disease,
a conclusion borne out by Pareja's repeated mention of the validity of herbs as a curative therapy. 40 Herbal remedies served the
Timucuas in a variety of contexts, and certainly formed one of the
chief means of fighting disease. Timucuas used herbs in healing
disease, slowing down or accelerating childbirth, and in aborting
unwanted fetuses. 4 1 Presumably, the friars would have proscribed
the use of herbs for unacceptable practices. Identification of specific herbs and their applications as indicated in the confessional
is difficult, as it never specifies any particular herb, instead relying

37
38
39
40
41

Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 124, 127, 133, 148.
Lorant, New World, 69.
Hann, History of the Timucua, 25; Spike, 62.
Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 127, 152.
Ibid. , fol. 120, 149, 146.
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on the amorphous term yerba. 42 Herbal medications were also an
important part of treating disease for European physicians, and
they quickly appropriated the use of plants that they found to be
useful, including guaiacum wood, sassafras, quinine, and ipecac. 43
In his Memoria, Alonso de Letururiondo reported on the presence
of some of these plants in Florida, noting that sassafras grows "to
a great size' in the region .44 These products were exported back
to Europe and were also consumed by Europeans throughout the
Indies. Spanish physicians of all types in the Indies often recommended indigenous herbs in place of scarce European medicines.
In his Tractado Brebe de Anathomia y Chirugia of 1592, Agustin Farfan
recommends almost sixty different treatments made from indigenous products for many different ailments. 45 For these reasons,
much of the Timucuan use of herbs in treating disease on the missions was uncontested by the Franciscans.
After examining many different Timucuan ceremonies and
rituals of healing, Pareja advises his fellow friars to counsel shamans and other healers "to heal only with herbs and medicines, as
they were made by God for our health and illnesses without mixing
them with useless words of the Devil." Pareja concludes his examination of healing by expressing his faith in the efficacy of the healers, writing that if they "cure with the name ofJesus and the symbol
of the cross, God willing he will cure." 46 Asid~ from the admonition
to keep out the "Devil," Pareja suggests that friars should accommodate many precolonial practices. Acts of healing and curing
were of vital interest to the Spanish friars in Florida. Through the
confessional, Pareja tried to provide a means for the friars to control the behavior of the Timucuan healers by using the sacrament
42
43

44

45

46

Yerba is the general word for herb; in the context of the confessional, la yerba
refers to an unknown kind of herb.
Mark Blumenthal, "New World Plants, New World Drugs," in Columbus and the
New World: Medical Implications, ed. Guy A. Settipane (Providence, RI: Ocean
Side Publications, 1995), 60 .
Alonso de Leturiondo, Memoria al Rey, n .d . SC. In his 2004 inventory of the
University of Florida Stetson Collection, John Worth notes that the Memoria
was probably written sometime around 1 700.
Guenter B. Risse, "Medicine in New Spain," in Medicine in the New World:
New Spain, New France, and New England, ed. Ronald L. Numbers (Knoxville:
University of Tennessee Press, 1987), 48-49 .
Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 152, 153. The original reads, "solo con las yerbas y
medicinas cure, pues Dias las crio para nuestro remedio y erifermedades sin mesclar
palabras essquisitas y del Demonio ... Que para cu'f'ar comience, con el nombre de Jesus, y
la senal de la Cruz, que asiDios queriendo sanara, &c."
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of confession to encourage healing practices that he considered
beneficial, and to censure the practices that he deemed heretical.
Among such "beneficial" practices were methods of healing familiar to Europeans, such as bloodletting.
Bloodletting (phlebotomy) is a medical treatment in which a
doctor or other healer or -medical practitioner cuts the flesh of
a sick individual in order to let_a certain amount of blood drain
from the body. It was an extremely popular procedure throughout
Europe, and was also present in many tribes in the Americas. In
Europe, its roots stretched all the way back to Galen. 47 The Spanish
employed bloodletting as one of their primary medical practices,
used in health as well as in sickness. Phlebotomy, along with proper
diet, was used as a means to control the humors of the body. In De
consideracionibus operas medicine, physician Arnau de Vilanova held
bloodletting to be the exemplar of all therapeutic activity for physicians. All classes of Spaniards, in Spain and the cities of the Spanish
empire alike, practiced bloodletting, and both surgeons and common barbers performed the procedure. The role of the barber in
bloodletting is probably one key to the popularity of the remedy, as
it was cheap and readily available to the poor.48
Bloodletting was also an important means of healing throughout indigenous cultures of the An1ericas. In a manner similar to
Western European practices, in North America many groups practiced phlebotomy as a means of relief for headache, fever, aches,
and swellings. Although it was not a widespread practice in the
Southeast, the Alabamas and Cherokees practiced phlebotomy
on a limited basis. 49 The practice of bloodletting was far more
commonly practiced among the Timucuas. The French cartographer LeMoyne gives a detailed account of Timucuan bloodletting
47
48

_

49

Risse, "Medicine in New Spain," 23.
John Tate Lanning, The Royal Protomedicalo: The Regulation of the Medical
Professions in the Spanish Empire (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1985),
282-286, 290-297; Michael R. McVaugh, Medicine before the Plague: Practitioners
and their Patients in the Crown ofAragon, 1285-1345 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), 149-153; and Guy A. Settipane, "Introduction:
Columbus: Medical Implications," in Columbus and the New World: Medical
Implications, ed. Guy A. Settipane (Providence, RI: Ocean Side Publications,
1995), 4.
James Mooney, "Cherokee Theory and Practice of Medicine," The Journal of
American Folklore 3, no. 8 (January-March 1890) : 48-49; Lyda Averill Taylor,
"Field notes and ethnographic material on Alabama, Choctaw, and Koasati,"
MS 4658, Smithsonian Institution National Anthropological Archives,
Smithsonian Institute, Washington, DC (Hereafter NAA).
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practices witnessed during the French expedition of 1564. Platforms were built for the sick individuals, who were laid out to
receive the ministrations of the shaman or herbalist. A shaman or
an herbalist performed the bloodletting by cutting the forehead of
the patient with a sharpened shell. Afterwards, the shaman sucked
out an unspecified amount of blood from the cut and ~pit it into a
gourd bowl or an earthen jar. 50 Pareja includes only one question
about bloodletting in his confessional, asking, "Have you ruptured
someone?" 51 The question is directed only to hechizeros, indicating
that only shamans were able to perform this procedure. The seemingly benign attitude taken by the confessional towards bloodletting, likely the result of familiarity with the practice in Europe and
or the colonies, indicates that the Franciscans viewed the practice
as a medical, or at least tolerable procedure rather than a magical,
heretical one. 52 The fact that the confessional addresses questions
about bloodletting to shamans only, however, shows that it was
likely that Timucuas likely regarded bloodletting as a supernatural,
"magical" means of healing.
Throughout the Americas, many indigenous groups regarded
the ultimate source of disease as the result of a disturbed relationship with the supernatural. Because disease had its origins in the
supernatural, it often had to be cured in a supernatural way. In
most cultures, the practitioner of these sp.pernatural or magical
cures is a shaman, a person who has "supernatural sanction" to cure
and heal. In this type of healing, shamans act as a "religio-magic"
practitioner. The use of the term magic in reference to healing
is certainly ambiguous at best; however, for lack of a better term
indicating a specially sanctioned relationship with the supernatural
or sacred, it is employed by anthropologis!s and historians alike. 53
Contrary to the "legitimate" practice of bloodletting, the practice of sue.k ing illness from the body (chupando) was a constant target of extirpation on the Timucuan missions. In this practice, a
50
51
52
53

Lorant, New World, 75.
Pareja, Corifessionario, fol. 152 . The original reads, "Hecho potroso a alguno?"
Robinson A. Herrera, Natives, Europeans, and Africans in Sixteenth-Century
Santiago de Guatemala (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), 75-76, 90.
Ake Hultkrantz, Shamanic Healing and Ritual Drama: Health and Medicine in
Native North American Religious Traditions (New York: Crossroad Publishing
Company, 1992), 14-9; John Reed Swanton, Creek Religion and Medicine
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2000), 614-615. Originally published as
"Religious Beliefs and Medicinal Practices- of the Creek Indians,"42 c1 Annual
report of the Bureau of American Ethnology (Washington, DC: Smithsonian
Institution, 1924/1925).
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shaman or other healer would ritualistically heal by "sucking" the
disease out of the sick individual with their mouth or a specialized instrument. Often, small bits of matter representing the cause
of the disease were sucked from the body. These items included
bits of trash and other "unclean" things. Practitioners of this rite
were referred to as "chupadores" in confessionals for other regions. 54
Unlike bloodletting, the practi~ of sucking did not actually draw
blood or break the skin. Among the Timucuas, shamans were the
practitioners of sucking out illnesses. The individual was laid out
for examination. A special biconical pipe was used to suck the sickness out of the afflicted body part. The shaman, likely using sleight
of hand, then produced some sort of object that had been sucked
out of the body. Apparently, the extraction of objects as the cause
of the sickness was common among the Timucuas; Pareja says that
these objects usually consisted of "a little piece of coal, at other
times a small lump of dirt and other unclean things, things alive or
as if alive." 55 From a Timucuan point of view, the extraction of such
unclean objects was certainly associated with the removal of pollution from the body, restoring the individual to the normative state.
Pareja devotes a lengthy section of the confessional to the
magical methods of healing used by the Timucuan shamans, which
he describes in detail so that other friars will recognize the rites.
In the first ritual, the shaman places white feathers, new hide, the
"ears of an owl," and arrows stuck in the ground in front of the sick
individual in order to draw out the sickness. 56 He then describes the
method of sucking illnesses from the body, which he identifies as
"another deceitful practice." The rite must be trickery, he alleges,
as "no hole is left in the body" by the extraction of the foreign matter. 57 These two practices may be parts of a larger healing ceremony,
as suggested by Milanich. 58 Owls seem to hq.ve special significance
for the Timucuas. A large, wooden owl totem was recovered from
a part of the St. Johns River associated with a Timucuan-speaking
group called the Hororo or Jororo, the "people of the owl." 59 In
the confessional, owls are associated with both evil and beneficial
54.
55
56
57
58
59

Buckingham Smith, Grammar of the Pima or Nevume, a Language of Sonora from a
Manuscript of the XVIII Century (New York: AMS Press, 1970), 29.
Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 152.
Milanich and Sturtevant, Francisco Panda's 1613 Confessional, 32. The original
reads, "Plumas blancas y gamuza nueva y las orejas del buho y jlechas hincadas." This
passage was adapted from Emilio Moran's translation of the document.
Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 152.
Milanich, The Timucua, 180.
Hann, History of the Timucua Indians, 118-119.
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omens; hearing the cry of an owl can be an indicator of a coming
evil, or that the owl "will have pity on you," depending on whom
the hearer is and/ or what activities they are engaged in at the time.
An agriculturalist must take care not to scare an owl after it cries,
lest "something awful" happen to him or her. 60 This dual association is present in the Timucuan language as well; linguist Julian
Granberry identified two words for owl. The first, hororo, he defines
simply as "owl." The second, hitiqire, derives from hiti (demon, evil
spirit) + qi (wish), he notes. 61
Disease could also be "magically" controlled through purification of the environment. The lighting of separate fires for a sick
individual is a constant theme of the confessional; the lighting
of a separate fire served in many contexts, all significant as "an
important part of rituals on occasions of transition and impurity." 62
LeMoyne also notes that the lighting of a fire constituted a part
of healing rites. After lighting a fire, he says, seeds are cast into it.
The sick individual would then be placed face down on a platform
close to the fire in order to breathe in the smoke, which "act[ed]
as a purge, expelling the poison from the body and thus curing
the disease." 63 Making fires separate from the main cooking fire
of the household was common during illness, menstruation, and
after childbirth. Fires were also lit in the council house when a man
became a chief. 64 Finally, it seems that shamans proved themselves
in part through their ability to interact with and manipulate fire.
In his poem "La Florida," friar Alonso Gregorio de Escobedo says
that, "those who can handle the fire are given sacred titles and laurels, while those who burn themselves lose their fame and force,
their position and place." He then goes on to describe two individuals, perhaps initiates of the shamanic practice. The first fails in
his attempt to handle fire; Escobedo says~ that he burned himself
badly because his "knowledge [of shamanic ritual] failed." Because
of this failure, the initiate "became wretched and poor." The second initiate prospered because of his success in manipulating the
flames "with such skill that the mob took him for a holy man." 65
60
61
62
63
64
65

Pareja, Confessionario, f. 125, 129. The original reads Cantando el buho, has creido
que tendra misericordia de ti?
Julian Granberry, A Grammar and Dictionary of the Timucua Language. Third
Edition (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1993), 136-137.
Milani ch and Sturtevant, Pareja 's Confessionario, 44.
Lorant, New World, 75.
Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 185.
Alexandra E. Sununu, "Estudio y Edicfon Anotada de "La Florida" de Alonso
Gregorio de Escobedo, O.F.M" (PhD diss., City University of New York, 1993),
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Escobedo 's description shows that shamans proved their holiness
through surviving some sort of rite of fire, thereby demonstrating
their ability to interact with the sacred and manipulate the ritually
pure and polluted.
In each case, the affected individual is moving from one state
of being to another (sick to well, pregnant to postpartum, member of society to chief or shaman). Similarly, the fire represented a
connection between three states of the Timucuan cosmology; fire
(sacred/pure) was used to nullify illness or bloodshed (sacred/pollution) in order to restore the individual to a normative state of
impurity. The lighting of a separate fire was both practical and symbolic; it delineated their separation from society and purified the
separate environment, perhaps even the individuals present within
its immediate vicinity. In each case, the act of making a separate
fire not only set the individual symbolically apart from the rest of
the society, it literally and physically separated them for a time, as
the ritually pure or polluted individuals were removed from the
immediate vicinity of the rest of the normal, impure population.
Fire was used in a variety of applications in the healing process. Beyond its symbolic value, it served as a conveyor of medication, uniting the forces of herbal and magical healing. In some
cases, seeds or plants were thrownjnto the fire during treatment
of a sick individual; the smoke from these seeds was inhaled as a
purge, expelling poisons from the body and driving out the sickness. 66 This practice of purging oneself by inhaling the smoke of
medicinal plants is unusual in the Southeast; tribes were far more
likely to purge by vomiting or in a sweatbath. 67 Separate fires also
served a functional purpose. Pareja indicates that these fires were
lit to cook the food of the sick individual, away from the food of
the rest of the household, effectively a kind of quarantine. The
modern explanation indicates that food was cooked separately in
order to control the spread of disease and to protect the rest of the
household. It is possible that the Timucuas correctly assumed that
this was the case. This explanation is not at all farfetched, as other
Southeastern groups made the connection between diseases and
Europeans. The Creeks and Cherokees both felt that there were

66
67
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Lorant, New World, 75.
Hultkrantz, Shamanic Healing, 105-112.
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many dissimilar sources of disease, including many types of spirits,
animals, and the "white man. " 68
Other Timucuan practices would support the idea that the
separate fire during illness was lit to keep diseased and healthy
individuals separate. LeMoyne notes that the Timucuan "hermaphrodites", third gender peoples, looked after individuals sick with
contagious diseases until they are well again. He further notes
that third genders took the sick people to "places selected for the
purpose," and were responsible for feeding the sick. 69 The average
size of a Timucuan structure would also suggest that the sick individuals were moved out of the house. 70 Archaeological evidence
reveals that the fire of a Timucuan household was lit in a 40-80 inch
depression in the center of the home, precluding an additional fire
in the household. 71 It is likely that the sick were physically removed
from the household for practical as well as cosmological reasons.
Separate fires were also closely linked to menstruation and
childbirth. Pareja indicates that lighting a separate fire was a
monthly ritual during menses. Additionally, a separate fire was lit
during and after the delivery of a child. 72 It was considered dangerous or inappropriate for others to approach this postpartum fire. 73
Women were evidently expected to cook separately from men and
other, non-menstruating women for an indeterminate period of
time after giving birth, and every month during menstruation.
Although it seems logical to assume that the separate fire remained
lit until the end of menstruation, the length of time the post-delivery fire remained lit is uncertain. No mention of the duration of
the "impure" or otherwise vulnerable period after delivery is made
in the confessional or any other known document. It is likely that
the Timucuas practiced ritual separation of men and women during menstruation and just after childbirth during the precolonial

68
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John R. Swanton, The Indians of the Southeastern United States, Smithsonian
Institution Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin 137 (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1946), 782.
Lorant, New World, 69.
One of the structures in the Timucua province believed to be an aboriginal
structure is estimated as being 9x13 meters in size, making it unlikely that there
would be enough room to light a second fire within the household. Brent
R. Weisman, "Archaeology of Fig Spring Mission, lchetucknee Springs State
Park," in The Spanish Missions of La Florida, ed. Bonnie G. McEwan (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1993), 179-185.
Hann, History of the Timucua, 87-88.
Pareja, Confessionario, fol. 133.
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era. 74 During these times, women withdrew to menstrual huts, built
just outside of the village, to avoid contact with men. It is presumed
that this separation was based on a notion of impurity that was associated with the blood of childbirth and menses, which would supposedly pollute or otherwise damage a man and his goods. Such
a belief fits with the ideas that separate fires are linked with pollution; the separate fire in the menstrual hut keeps the pollutant of
menstrual blood away from men (and possibly non-menstruating
women). Furthermore, if a woman had just given birth, a separate
fire was lit, marking childbirth as both a time of pollution and a
time of transition.
More recently, gendered analyses of women's rituals have
changed the way in which anthropologists and historians think of
rites associated with menstruation and childbirth. Their findings
indicate that often, menstruating and postpartum women were
separated from the rest of society because of the power of their
fertility; the blood that they shed during these times was deemed by
some Native communities to be especially potent and powerful. 75
In other words, women are most "quintessentially female" when
pregnant, post-partum, or menstruating. 76 In this case, the blood
is still "polluted," that is, dangerous; but rather than tainting the
person it comes in contact with, instead, the blood overpowers the
individual. 77 This fits well within the Timucuan cosmological category of sacred/polluted; the blood is the physical representation
of the fertility of both the individual woman and the lineage, and
is strongly connected to the sacred/polluted and thus the Under
World, and dangerous to the average person.
Although there is no explicit documentation of archaeological
evidence of the existence of menstrual huts among the Timucuas,
this tradition fits with the Timucuan ethnological background,
similar to that of the Creek, who also practiced ritual separation
74
75
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Hann, History of the Timucua, 87.
Carolyn Ross Johnston, Cherokee Women in Crisis: Trail of Tears, Civil War, and
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during these times. 78 It is possible that the archaeological evidence
of menstrual huts in Florida is present, but has been misidentified;
Patricia Galloway has argued for such a case for the Mississippian
BBB Motor site (11MS595), based on the presence ofjimsonweed
(used as an abortifacient) and an association of artifacts with menstruation, including a large red crystal and a figurine of a woman
whose outstretched arms end in fruit rather than hands, symbolizing the woman's fertility. This site was previously identified as a
ritual space for men's purification rites. 79
The Timucuas also practiced other prohibitions during menstruation and after childbirth. After birth, a woman dressed her
hair with bear grease for an undetermined number of months.
The black bear was fairly common in Florida at the time of contact,
and was hunted by many peoples; bear grease was also a common
hair dressing among the Southeastern Indians. 80 Although there is
no explicit suggestion that there was any religious or healing connotation connected with this practice, the bear is the largest and
most powerful animal in the lands surrounding Timucuan communities. Post-partum women may have applied the bear grease in
order to absorb its strength in the period of recovery shortly after
birth. 81
Eating meat and fish was also prohibited during menstruation
and after childbirth. 82 There is no other indication in any part of
the document as to how long this period of ritual fasting lasted
after delivery, but might have been linked -to the duration of the
separate fire. The prohibition against fish is especially interesting,
as many Southeastern cultures identified fish as belonging to the
Under World, the space connected with water, life, death, fertility, and pollution. 83 Cherokee women, for instance, avoided eating
certain types of fish during pregnancy and abstained from eating
fish altogether for the first two days post-partum so that the lochia
would continue to discharge and flow normally during the period. 84
In one of the Cherokee origin myths, mankind originated after
78
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First Man struck his sister First Woman with a fish, and she became
pregnant. 85 For the Timucuas, the connection between fish and
fertility is strong; in addition to the taboos prohibiting postpartum
and menstruating women from eating fish, other taboos conflate
the two. According to Timucuan beliefs, hunters who have had sex
with their wives would find empty fish traps for an indeterminate
amount of time after sex; shamans who performed the most dangerous magical spells refrained from both having sex and from eating fish so as not to endanger themselves. 86
Like other groups, the Timucuas also practiced geophagy, presumably during pregnancy. Pareja notes that some women were
known to have eaten charcoal, dirt, bits of pottery, fleas, and even
lice. 87 Pareja's confessional is not unique in asking pregnant women
about geophagy. 88 It is possible that women consumed these substances not out of nutritional need, but as a medicinal remedy, as
Pareja includes the question about geophagy in a section of questions that cites beliefs about specific foods, including the special
treatment of gathered first fruits such as acorns and food taboos
observed during menses. 89 Pregnant women require extra vitamins
and minerals; like many different cultures, the Timucuan diet may
not always have supplied enough varied foods to fill this need, forcing the women to resort to geophagy. 90 This was especially true for
Native women at the missions of La Florida; osteological analysis
of skeletal collections in Guale and Timucua show the effects of
considerable biocultural stress and adaptation, much of it a result
of a more limited, less nutritious diet, and increased sedentary patterns. The body was affected by the poor mission diet in a variety of
ways still visible in the skeletal population, including dental caries,
enamel hypoplasia, skeletal infections such as periosteal reactions,
cribia orbitalia, porotic hyperostosis, and hypoferremia. 91
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Midwives or herbalists attended childbirth, addressing prayers
and offerings to an unknown god during childbirth, a common
practice during all kinds of medical treatment in the Americas. 92 These healers had the power to delay and speed up birthing through the use of herbs . This is a common practice, and a
variety of herbs may be employed for this purpose. Southeastern
Native Americans used several families of plants for this purpose,
including plants from the families of polygonaceae, quercus, ulmus,
and vitis. 93 One particularly popular drug used as a gynecological/
obstetrical aid in the Southeast was the Ulmus or elm family, including Ulmus rubra and Ulmus Americana (slippery elm and American
elm), both as an analgesic and in order to stimulate contractions
and induce labor.94 American elm is very common in the area
where Timucuas lived and was undoubtedly easy for them to find;
slippery elm was less common, but present in the western portions
of the Timucuan-speaking area. 95 Other common herbal gynecological remedies available in north Florida include Veronica officinalis (common speedwell), as well as other varieties of speedwell. 96
It is probable that Timucuan midwives and herbalists were able to
help women in childbirth by speeding or strengthening contractions through the use of herbal drugs. The 1613 confessional indicates that among the Timucuas, medical practitioners were able to
extort better payment from laboring women by using or withholding the appropriate drugs. 97
In addition to information about birthing rituals, the 1613
confessional is filled with questions about abortion ( abortar) and
miscarriage ( mal parir) . Abortion of fetuses, including those conceived outside of marriage, seems to have been fairly common
among the Timucuas. 98 Pareja makes mention of this practice in
the confessional, stating, "If she were single and it were known the
she is pregnant. .. she is not to abort or choke the unborn child as
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they are accustomed to do." 99 This practice continued long after
the establishment of missions throughout the province, possibly as
a continuation of earlier cultural norms and practices. In 1694,
visitor Joaquin de Florencia passed judgment on a woman who was
living apart from her husband, yet was known to have terminated
several pregnancies through ingestion of a liquid called verudises. 100
The Timucuas used various herbal medications as a form of
birth control. The confessional contains two questions back to back
on this topic. The first asks, "Have you taken some herb so that
you would not become pregnant?" The second reads, "Have you
taken some herb in order to become sterile?" 101 These two questions may indicate that there was a perceived difference between
the two kinds of medication. It is possible that one herb may have
been taken to prevent pregnancy for a short period of time; the
other had the explicit goal of making the individual incapable of
ever conceiving. It is also possible that the former remedy may
have been taken after sex to prevent pregnancy, while the later
was taken on a continual basis, much like birth control pills today.
Southeastern peoples had access to many different contraceptive
herbal remedies. 102 Unfortunately, we will probably never know
the exact plant used by the Timucuas given the scant descriptions.
The fact that none of the herbs utilized by the Southeastern tribes
as birth control are indigenous to Florida further complicates an
accurate identification. 103
Several methods of inducing abortion are mentioned in the
confessional. It was thought that any woman could cause another woman to have a miscarriage by striking the pregnant mother,
through an unspecified use of an herb, or by causing her to have
a great fright. The pregnant woman herself could cause a miscarriage by taking a drink (possibly of verudises, the herb mentioned
above) by striking herself, by "squeezing [her] belly to choke it
[the fetus]," and by "lying badly across the bed and putting [her]
arm on top ... suffocating the unborn child." 104 These references
to manual means of abortion probably stem just as much from
knowledge of European practices as indigenous; seventeenth century Parisian master surgeon Frarn;ois Mauriccau advocated the
99
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practice of manual rather than herbal abortion, in which a woman
would lie across a bed with her knees held against her chest so
that the physician could digitally enlarge the cervix, eventually
inserting his hand into the womb to extract the fetus . Other nonherbal means of abortion advised by European physicians included
douches, excessive bloodletting, vigorous physical activity such as
jumping and horseback riding, and applying pressure to the femoral artery. 105
Although the confessional records the various methods women
used to miscarry or abort, it makes no mention of abortion or
miscarriage in any question for herbalists, midwives, or shamans.
Since abortion and infanticide seems to have been such a common
practice among the Timucuas, it is possible that the general population had no need to consult specialized healers. Instead, these
practices would fall under a general routine of health maintenance
for individual women. There is no mention of ritual separation for
women who have aborted or miscarried a fetus, although the common factor of fertility and the shedding of blood would indicate
that a ritual separation and the purifying factor of a separate fire
were necessary for the woman's (and society's) well-being. The lack
of information in the confessional regarding rituals associated with
abortion and miscarriage is probably a reflection of Pareja's status
as both male and cultural outsider.
A recurring theme throughout the corpus of Timucuan healing rituals is the importance and power of blood. Shamans shed
blood to cure illness and women segregated themselves while they
were shedding blood at various stages of their reproductive cycles.
Persons with serious injuries involving cuts and bleeding probably
also segregated themselves from the rest of the community. This
is never overtly stated in the sources, but is implied by LeMoyne's
description of the role of the third gender individuals, who carried injured warriors from the battlefield and cared for them until
they recuperated.106 The representation of blood in these healing
practices is ambiguous at best. Blood was evidently a dangerous
substance, something to be closely controlled. The general population was kept segregated from spilled _blood. Yet for nursing and
pregnant women, blood was an agent that strengthened and fortified. Nursing mothers often drank the blood of "strong young
105 Londa Schiebinger, Plants and Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting in the Atlantic
World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), 110-111.
106 Lorant, New World, 69.
-

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol94/iss2/3

24

Spike: Sucking, Blood, and Fire: Timucuan Healing Practices in Spanish F

TIMUCUAN HEALING PRACTICES

167

men" to enrich their breast milk and strengthen their child. 107 This
practice could be limited to the duration of the ritual separation
or might have continued for the entire time a woman nursed her
baby. Paradoxically, women drank blood that was extracted from
sick individuals by a shaman, especially if it was from a "strong
young man." 108 Pregnant women and nursing mothers were likely
an exception to the rule of blood avoidance because they existed
in a heightened state of fertility, linked to amenorrhea, the absence
of their menstrual blood during pregnancy and the early stages
of breastfeeding. The connections between blood and fertility
through the Under World and the sacred/polluted could suggest
that drinking the blood of young men was believed to enhance
and increase the future fertility of the women through a "replacement" of her menstrual blood. But why take the blood from sick
men instead of healthy? Several interpretations suggest themselves.
Perhaps the women were considered to be protected from illness
or danger caused by spilled blood during these times during which
they themselves shed no blood. It is also possible that LeMoyne
witnessed shamans taking blood from healthy young men to give
to the women, and based on prior observations of bloodletting,
assumed that they were sick. Given the dangers associated with
blood, it is most likely that bloodletting and the deliberate spilling
of blood was confined to times of illness and to ritual self-sacrifice,
making sick individuals the only soui:ce of blood.
Although the documents that describe healing practices span
only a fifty-year period, a few suggestions can be made about cultural change over this critical period, which includes the establishment of the Timucuan missions. First and foremost, there appears
to be great similarities and stability in healing practices over this
time. The practices of bloodletting, healing with herbs, and the.
importance of separate fires and blood and sacred agents as well as
healing rites are all present in documents spanning the era. Shamans played a critical role in magical rites throughout the period,
although the Franciscans marked some of the magical healing rites
that they presided over for extirpation.
The biggest observable change in healing rites over the period is the absence of third gender peoples from sources after the
establishment of the Florida missions. It is possible that significant
cultural change occurred during this period, removing the third
107 Ibid., 75.
108 Ibid.
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gender from Timucuan society under the influence of Christianization and Hispanization. This seems unlikely, as the French sources
all note the great number of third gender peoples and the importance of their work and abilities to Timucuan society. It is far more
likely that third gender peoples were still presenf, but "passing" as
Timucuan men by dressing in men's clothes or in a masculine fashion, and by dressing their hair differently. Among many groups, it
is common for Two Spirits to assume either masculine or feminine
dress, depending on the task being undertaken. European observers often only noted the presence of Two Spirits and third gender
peoples when dressed in feminine clothing; when dressed in masculine clothing, they apparently went unnoticed. 109 This is likely
the case for the Timucuan third genders.
Examination of healing rituals offers great insight into the
Timucuan culture and its belief structure. The ritual separation
of the ill and injured indicates that disease was considered to be
a danger, whether physiological or psychological, to the healthy
members of the society, a result of its connections to the sacred/
polluted. The segregation of the sick protected the bulk of the
population while offering an environment in which the sick individuals could undergo treatment which included interaction with
the sacred/pure through the lighting of a separate fire and treatment with purifying agents such as black drink, tobacco, and corn.
Magical treatments, such as sucking diseases from the body and
bloodletting, were practiced by the Timucuas. Treatment through
magical practices seems to have been limited to shamanic practitioners, whereas both shamans, herbalists, and midwives administered herbal treatments. Third gender peoples played a caretaking
role in healing. Like shamans, herbalists, and midwives, third gender individuals were able to negotiate the dangers on close contact
with the sacred in pure and polluted forms. Finally, the Timucuas
ascribed great importance to blood, surpassing all other parts of
the body. Blood was simultaneously dangerous and nurturing. In
part through the continuation of these pre-Columbian healing
practices, the Timucuas were able to retain some semblance of a
cosmological order based on states defined by purity, pollution,
and impurity.
109 Williams, The Spirit and the Flesh, 71-76.
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